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Cities on a new scale
One of the results of Alexander's expedition to Asia, which had fundamental consequences for the ancient
world, and especially for classical civilization, was the birth of large cities. The whole structure of Greek
society had been based, since its earliest history, on the city: the polis was the fertile cell of every political,
economic and cultural development in Greek history and civilization [Jones 1940; Murray and Price 1991;
Bertrand 1992; Murray 1993]. However, despite its close contacts with foreign countries, the horizons of
the classical polis were essentially limited to the basin of the Aegean sea, and also in the case of cities which
were enjoying an intense and vigorous growth, such as Athens, urban spaces still fitted social realities on a
human scale.
Through Alexander, the Greeks came into closer and more constant contact with the civilizations of the
ancient Orient, especially those of Egypt and Babylonia, whose achievements included some of the seven
wonders of the world. Among their monuments were the pyramids of Egypt and the Babylonian ziqqurrat,
buildings conceived on a different scale than the human one, according to concepts in which the parameters
of size were set by the extraordinariness of dimensions. Cities must also be included among these
achievements which struck both eye and mind. Oriental cities are the expression of radically different
socio-economic structures, and consequently have an aspect and an urban layout rather different from that
of the Greek city. In particular, dwellings developed around one or more main centres — palaces or
temples —, conspicuous for their size in an urban layout which may have been closely related to them, but
was certainly not a primary object of consideration in itself. Babylon, the greatest and largest of all oriental
metropolises, appears to have depended heavily on its multitude of royal and religious constructions.
Now, with the conquest, these extraordinary old achievements, already famous through the work of
writers like Herodotus, became a living presence, a tangible reality under the eyes of the Greeks,
something with which they could measure themselves. It is not surprising, therefore, that this direct
knowledge exerted a decisive influence on new enterprises, in addition to the other factors of growth
intrinsic to Graeco-Macedonian society, which at that time was undergoing substantial changes. This
influence was all the stronger because the new royal initiatives moved in the same direction of growth in
which the historico-cultural development of Macedonia before Alexander had tended to move, being largely
characterized by the aim of exalting the figure of the sovereign [Hammond and Griffith 1979; Adams and
Borza 1982; Hammond 1989; Borza 1990; Hammond 1993]. In any case, it was a question, now, of
drawing consequences from the past for the future development promoted by Alexander's work.
Three great cities of the East: Alexandria, Antigoneia, Seleucia
A first, crucial result of the widening of the boundaries of the Greek world brought about by the new
conquests is the foundation of Alexandria in Egypt, at a time when only the western satrapies of the
Achaemenian empire had been conquered, though it is not easy to exactly define how this fact directly
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affected contemporary society. We have very little direct knowledge of the concrete fact of its foundation,
and its function in Alexander's intentions is not immediately evident, in relation to the evolution which
Alexander's personality and ideas were undergoing at the time, though they were to take on a more
clearly-defined shape only in the following course of events in Asia. Even the precise physical shape
ordered by the founder for his city eludes us, because of the successful, grand development which followed
[Hinsken 1981; Hoepfner 1990]. This also happens with all subsequent great foundations, among which
Seleucia on the Tigris excels.
However, Alexandria was apparently not the city that the Macedonian later decided to strengthen, for
classical sources speak of Babylon as the elected capital of the immense new dominions of the conqueror
[Arrian, VII. 8. 21 and VII. 19. 3-4], who unified under his command Macedonia, Greece and all the
countries which had once belonged to the Achaemenids' empire. However, Alexander's intentions, as is
well known, were ended by his abrupt death; and his attempt — not a romantic notion but part of a precise
political plan — at reviving as the centre of the oekumene the city which, more than any other at that time,
could aspire to the title of centre of the ancient Orient, soon failed. By contrast, his first act as a great
founder enjoyed lasting success, though in a different perspective, because Alexandria became an exemplar
chiefly as a result of the decisive action of Ptolemy. Indeed, the city should rightly be called Ptolemy's city
rather than Alexander's. Ptolemy's attitude to his capital promptly became a model and had a direct
influence on the birth of the two metropolises of equal rank in the Near East which, even before the end of
the 4th century B. C., followed the foundation and early development of Alexandria: Antigoneia and Seleucia
on the Tigris.
The large size of Antigonus the One-eyed's city in the valley of the Orontes gives us a clear idea of the
changes in the scale of values which were transforming Graeco-Macedonian society, the more so because
the city was founded in a region of Syria, where the political events during the first half of the first
millennium B.C. had not been particularly favourable to the growth of first-rate urban centres [Grainger
1990b, Invernizzi 1993 [1994]; Invernizzi in press a]. Antigonus' intention of creating a base there for the
political forces supporting his claims to be the heir of Alexander was not fulfilled, because of his defeat at
Ipsus in 301. However, his adversary, Seleucus, gave concrete shape to similar claims, even founding two
'twin' cities, Antioch on the Orontes — which, as the true heir of Antigoneia, inherited much more than its
geographical location — and Seleucia Pieria, not far away on the shore at the mouth of the Orontes.
By founding these new cities in Syria, Seleucus was nevertheless not acting in rivalry with his first
foundation, Seleucia on the Tigris, the ruins of which extend, even today, over more than 500 hectares
(Figs. 1 and 2). This is the city which, in Seleucus' plans before Ipsus, was intended to stand in opposition
to Alexandria on the one hand and Antigoneia on the other, as the centre of the empire, that centre which,
in accordance with Alexander's intentions, was to be located in Babylonia. These first intentions were
completely fulfilled, for the Babylonian city grew to such an extent that it was praised as the third
metropolis of the ancient world, together with Rome and Alexandria, which it rivalled in population size,
estimated by Pliny at 600.000 [Invernizzi 1990, 1991].
It must be stressed that these assessments relate to Pliny's times, that is approximately the period
between the 1st century B.C. and the 1st century A.D.; therefore they would be premature in relation to
the foundation years at the end of the 4th century B.C., but are certainly not if measured against the
founder's ambitions. In any case, judging Seleucia's history a posteriori, we are in a sense justified in
projecting back, in general, similar priorities, as we are in the case of Alexandria. In both cases the
evidence relating to the foundation period is scarce, in both cases the general pattern rather than the real
layout is known: in the one because of the obstacles placed in the way of research by the continuity of life
down to the present, in the other because of the width and thickness of the archaeological sediment left by
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Fig. 3 Seleucia on the Tigris: the agora with the archives building and the theatre (Tell
'Umar) (from Valtz 1990).
the extraordinary development which the city enjoyed [Gullini 1967].
In principle, the development which followed the foundation may of course have changed some
characteristics in both cases. In Seleucia, it certainly interfered with it to some extent, as excavations
have revealed. In particular, it has been shown that one of the iarge squares opening out along the wide
southern street did not pertain to the original layout, but was formed only in the process of construction and
reconstruction of the buildings that delimited the public spaces here [Negro Ponzi Mancini 1972; Turin
1985: 93-94]. By contrast, in the archive square (Fig. 3) the line of the archive block was exceeded by
the building which was constructed on this place in Parthian times, partly invading what was originally public
ground [Invernizzi 1970-74]. We find this same phenomenon, but to an even greater extent, in the agora
of Dura Europos on the Euphrates [Rostovtzeff, Bellinger, Brown and Welles 1944].
On the other hand, the contrary would have been astonishing. The life of a large metropolis like
Seleucia — a life influenced by great historical events such as the struggle for the Seleucid throne and, later,
the wars between Parthia and Rome — is not likely to have preserved unchanged, frozen, as a fixed layout
for more than five centuries. However, the fact that, despite differences in detail, the boundaries of the
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dwelling block excavated by the Michigan Expedition in the central area of the town remained practically
identical over the course of time, respecting the layout of the streets limiting it [Hopkins 1972), shows that
on the whole, except in specific cases, the urban layout of the city was maintained not only as a general
pattern, but as a binding master plan.
So far, we do not possess any large piece of evidence which can be dated with confidence to the years
of the foundation of the city at the end of the 4th century B. C., or to the immediately following years, the
period of early development in the first half of the 3rd century B.C. We therefore do not have any
concrete proof that the features of the urban layout which have been assumed in the schematic plan which
has been drawn go back to Seleucus's architect himself. However, the reports of the classical sources
about the ephemeral Antigoneia, its size, its wall perimeter of 12 km (Seyrig 1970: 307-309], and its
foundation ceremonies, may help somewhat. Both Antigoneia and Seleucia were grand new foundations,
conceived as royal cities, capitals of a great empire. But while Seleucia certainly underwent a number of
more or less considerable changes, Antigoneia was abandoned at the foundation of Antioch soon afterwards
and forgotten, so that it cannot now even be located on the ground. However, the fact that its foundation
was celebrated with great ceremonies suggests that Antigonus assigned the city a space with precise
boundaries, a space which can have been built on and occupied only to a very small extent at the time of the
inauguration, though already sufficiently well inhabited for its population to be transferred soon afterwards
by Seleucus to Antioch.
Seleucus, too, must have determined not only the scale, but also the plan of the new town, and is likely
to have fixed general rules valid for the future, a kind of master plan; in addition, of course, to the details of
the buildings which had to be built immediately. On the other hand, in this way the king was simply acting
according to the logic of the facts and following not only a Greek practice which had a long tradition in the
western colonies, but a Mesopotamian one, too. Suffice it to mention, as an illustrious Mesopotamian
example of fixing the size and features of the layout in a new royal city in Assyria, Sargon II's city at
Khorsabad [Huot 1988), with its ramparts, its acropolis and royal palaces, its temples and houses, a
complete though unfinished city, which began to be abandoned after the death of its founder.
We may also consider the end of the 4th century B. C. as a likely date for the general layout of the city,
its size and its inner division of spaces being established, although this is not of any practical help in judging
details and gives us no complete information, for the huge extent and the consequences of its flourishing life
hinder thorough research. The main features must go back to the very beginnings, since the more we
depart from that period, the more untidy is the transformation of originally regular features that can be
observed.
If it is not easy to define with any accuracy the features of Seleucia's urban layout and their historical
growth, it is even more difficult to evaluate the impact that this layout may have had in Babylonia. Greek
culture was of course already known before Alexander in this satrapy, which was central to the
Achaemenian empire, though direct links cannot be established in town planning and architecture.
However, we may recall the hoard of sealings buried with its owner in Ur [Collon in press), or, more
generally, the fortune of the Graeco-Persian gems: seals of Graeco-Persian style, though rarely, are still
used in Seleucia itself, as is shown by the sealings found in the Archives Building [Invernizzi in press b).
Seleucia and Hellenistic Babylonia
Seleucia's layout represents without any doubt a completely new fact in Mesopotamia, although a number
of features are due to the stimulating influence of the local cultural background (Invernizzi 1993 [1994];
in press a). Nevertheless, it perfectly follows the rules of the new town planning system of early
Hellenism, whose direct model — as illustrious as it is little known — we should seek in Alexandria. As for
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Babylonian town planning, it will be in any case hard to define Seleucia's influence: not only is the layout of
the metropolis little known in detail, but other evidence is practically non-existent, in Babylonia as well as in
that nearby area at the head of the Gulf which was so vital for the Seleucians. Nothing is known, in
particular, of that Antioch which was originally founded by Alexander and, after, so to speak, a restoration
by Antiochus, only enjoyed lasting success thanks to its final rebuilding by Hyspaosines under the new name
of Spasinou Charax [Hansman 1967]. Farther to the east, in Susiana, nothing is known of the layout of the
new Seleucia on the Eulaeus, the old Susa (Boucharlat, Perrot and Ladiray 1987]. The small fortress of
Ikaros on Failaka island (Jeppesen 1990] is a precious exception, but can certainly not be compared with
the great cities inland.
Moreover, in Babylonia, the great cities of the past seem to have remained completely foreign to the
new trends and new planning necessities brought into the foreground in the capital. This is not at all
surprising, of course, because a considerable continuity of life can be observed in every field in Babylonian
society between the ancient age — the Achaemenian and the Neobabylonian period — and the new one —
the Seleucid and the Parthian period. The structure of the small rural settlements in principle certainly did
not require any preordained intervention or any new systematic planning, and that of the large centres
continued to be firmly based on those main cornerstones of Babylonian society represented by the ancient
religious institutions. Seleucid rule did not substantially alter the traditional relationship between temple
and dwellings, between elite and common people, either on the level of town planning or on that of
institutions. The archaeological evidence shows that the Seleucid kings did not impose any foreign
religious policy [Hannestad and Potts 1990].
At Uruk, in particular, Eanna, and especially the sanctuary of Ami, have provided concrete, even
grandiose proofs of a building activity which is not simply restoration and reconstruction (Jordan 1928]. If
we consider sizes, the relationship between the extent of the religious buildings and that of the dwelled area
respects on the whole the traditional features; it reflects a mind that excludes any possibility of urban
planning in the Greek style. The large religious structures may well have continued into the Seleucid age,
assuming administrative functions of public interest, functions which the new 'democratic' structure of the
Seleucid empire must have demanded even in centres in which the organization of the community basically
remained traditional, as all that is known leads us to suppose it was in Uruk.
In Babylon the situation may have been at least in part different, more open to the new climate, not
only because Babylon was Alexander's choice and Seleucus himself had his first residence there; but
because, not least because of these facts, a multitude of Greeks and Macedonians is likely to have
interfered, much more than in Uruk, with the population composition, shifting the balance more clearly in
favour of the western community, at least at the level of the leading class. One single argument may be
cited: the continuity in the use of the theatre and, in particular, the building sponsorship by a Dioscorides
(Wetzel, Schmidt and Mallwitz 1957: 49-50] fully testify to the weight of the Greek community and their
traditions in the old metropolis, though the 2nd century A.D. date given to the Dioscorides inscription may
be questioned as too late, for the paleographic interpretation of the editors is not conclusive.
It is not easy to discuss in more detail the consequences of this central position of the metropolis in the
life of the empire before we have filled in the gaps in our knowledge through new research. However, the
archaeological evidence collected in the excavations' final reports apparently shows that in Babylon the town
layout still firmly adhered to the practices of a settlement organized in relation to the continuity of life of the
two main pre-Seleucid centres, the Marduk temple and perhaps the royal palace, despite the intrusion of
new types of buildings, such as the theatre, the gymnasium, and the agora. The existence of a gymnasium
in Babylon is proved by a tablet inscribed in Greek (Haussoullier 1909], that of an agora by Diodorus
(Sherwin-White and Kuhrt 1993: 157-158]. The written sources also show the Seleucid sovereigns
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themselves acting in favour of the continuity of the Babylonian cult [Wetzel, Schmidt and Mallwitz 1957:
71-73]. By contrast, the most striking change in Babylon is represented by a natural event, the change in
the course of the river, but there is no proof that this event had an artificial cause, and in any case it
predated the Seleucid period [Wetzel, Schmidt and Mallwitz 1957: 1].
Finally, life continuity from the Neobabylonian to the Seleucid through the Achaemenian period in the
common dwelling-houses of the Merkes [Reuther 1926] evidently implies the absence of a general planning
revolution and, if this was the case, leaves open the possibility only of limited, episodic interventions.
Though the available data do not particularly point towards this solution, we may only leave open the
possibility that somewhere in the town there had been a reshaping of the plan of some districts in order to
meet the necessities caused by the growth of the city population owing to the arrival of the new Greek
community. Antiochus IV is commonly credited with being the founder of the polis of Babylon (see the
discussion in Sherwin-White, Kuhrt 1993: 156-158), and this may well have implied new acts of town
planning or building, but it must be stressed that evidence is lacking. The flow of foreign citizens who
came to live in Babylon under Alexander and the Seleucids is in principle not a sufficient reason for
modifying the dwelling layout radically. Most of the main landmarks of the past were still standing there in
the Seleucid city, an indication of the, albeit only practical, difficulty of replanning its layout anew. On the
other hand, in the Mediterranean world itself, it is especially in connection with new foundations on free
ground that new regular town plans can be easily established.
This was precisely possible at Seleucia, for it was a completely new foundation, and the citizens of the
new settlement certainly did derive great benefits from this situation. Seleucia actually gives a most
concrete shape to the new concept of the town which is largely identified with its dwellers and the common
institutions expressed by them. Seleucia's layout, therefore, represents a cultural intrusion in contempo
rary Babylonia that apparently did not have any direct consequences in the local milieu, and this prompts
one to reflect on the various possibilities of interaction between the two cultures. The new layout confers
on the capital an emergent position, especially because it accomplishes in a modern way a modern model of
life. In particular, adequate consideration is given and autonomous spaces are allotted to structures, such
as the theatre, the agora or the gymnasium, which are connected with the purpose of carrying on activities
in a way that has no precedents in the country, but is typical of a social structure based on democratic
traditions. The common dwellings themselves are now placed at the centre of the idea of the town as a
concrete body, for the dwelling block is the unit which gives birth to the urban layout. Therefore, one can
never stress too strongly the revolutionary action represented by carrying out such a basically Hellenistic
plan, despite the fact that Babylonian culture exerted some influence on a few significant features
[Invernizzi 1993 [1994]; in press a], because this plan reflects the introduction of important changes in the
scale of social values, more precisely in the relation between the people, for whom many of the public
structures are designed, and the elite which holds power.
Seleucia's population and foundation
As a new foundation, the absence of pre-existing features conditioning any development permitted in
Seleucia the best expression and the clearest realization of intentions which in pre-existing settlements
could certainly not operate in the same free manner. If we ask for whose benefit, for which particular
community of the population of Seleucid Babylonia — which was certainly heterogeneous — the foundation
work of the king was carried out, we cannot but see in the first place the new Greek and Macedonian
settlers, though Seleucus recovered his dominion thanks to the support of the Babylonians. It is
nevertheless unlikely that there was no community of local origin, although it is not necessarily in this sense
that we must interpret the transfer of population from Babylon to Seleucia of which we are told by ancient
8 Antonio INVERNIZZI
sources [Invernizzi in press a]. In any case, we unfortunately do not have any direct knowledge of the
precise situation in which the foundation of the city took place. Appian's report concerning the false
unfavourable date announced by the soothsayers as the start of the foundation and their subsequent
correction (Hadley 1978] reflects an attitude which essentially reveals a concern for opportunism in inner
policy. Similar stories, in any case, fall within an attitude of mind in which Greek tradition as well as
Babylonian culture played an important part.
This story may perhaps be directly connected with the balance of the social forces which were active
at the time of the foundation. The soldiers who by supernatural inspiration started building the new city
in spite of the day falsely stated to be unfavourable have been interpreted as denouncing Babylonian
resistance, in a picture dominated by the idea that the foundation of Seleucia represented an act in favour of
the new dominant class in antithesis to Babylonian society and, in particular, to the old clergy elite [Hadley
1978]. This cannot be maintained, especially in such a simplified form, without more detailed research.
More recent explanations [Grainger 1990a: 100-101] are also substantially built against the background of
an antagonism between Seleucus and the Babylonian priests. This antagonism, however, may be to a
certain extent regarded as a commonplace in ancient history as well as among modern classical historiog
raphers, and the whole story may also more simply be thought to have been created with the purpose of
stressing the divine ineluctability of the new act of the king, the divine favour, the inevitable overcoming of
any obstacles that may arise in the way of the king's will, and therefore as a special attempt at glorifying the
king's work as city founder. Therefore, the story may simply be understood, on the same level as the
story of the anchor impressed on Seleucus' body since his birth [Wirgin 1961], as a consequence of the
search for a divine 'pedigree' and 'legal' justification for his royalty: the king was given a stigmatic mark from
his birth: to the origin of his great work, Seleucia, was attached the benefit of divine inspiration, which was
the best guarantee for the splendid future of the capital to come.
In any case, similar stories are not very informative about the actual identity of the community for
which the city was intended. If we consider that the shape of the urban structures may have a close
connection with the dominant culture of the dwellers, it will be tempting to conclude that in Seleucia the
settlers were essentially of Greek origin. However, the vitality of Greek culture — and even more its
up-to-dateness, sustained by its political and economic weight in contemporary society — was naturally such
as to exert a direct, more or less intense influence on forms of mind and of cultural expression in completely
different milieus such as the oriental ones in which it was spreading. There is no doubt that a large part of
the local, Babylonian milieu had been favourably receptive, if we consider the whole of the archaeological
evidence that we have, although Seleucia certainly occupied an exceptional position in Mesopotamia because
of the decidedly Hellenistic orientation of its culture, with the sole possible, but in any case partial,
exception of Babylon.
It is extremely unlikely that Seleucia's inhabitants were exclusively Greek, although we will probably
never know in what proportions the community of local origin intermingled with the western settlers. In
any case, though traditional culture was still living here, as is shown by the seal impressions of Babylonian
and Achaemenian type found in the Archives [Invernizzi 1984, in press b, c], Greek culture was clearly
prevalent and subjects of different descent may also have turned to it as a perfectly adequate means of
expression. This is precisely indicated by, among other things, the terracotta figurines representing
Babylonian subjects in a purely Hellenistic style: in this respect, the significance of the naked female figures
in standing attitude with the arms extended against their sides [Invernizzi 1991: 352, fig. 12] is particularly
clear. For, at least in the beginning, such documents illustrate the service rendered by Greek handicraft to
the local Babylonian milieu, rather than the conversion of the Greeks to local beliefs.
What is suggested by the archaeological evidence available today, which, though rich and significant, is
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extremely scarce in comparison with the extent of the town, is that the city was founded in accordance with
basically Greek planning principles, to house a population which, whatever its extraction, was provided with
the means of living essentially according to a Greek style, with, of course, the necessary environmental
adjustments; that is to say, a population which was organized in its civic life according to features reflecting
the fundamental aspects of the Greek mind. It is unfortunately impossible to go into more detail and
describe here all those aspects of social structure that had or may have had an immediate impact on the
archaeological evidence. Though large and important, the excavations carried out so far are concentrated
in too limited an area of the town. However, they have brought to light information of considerable
interest on two of the main institutions of a Greek city.
Seleucia's Greek institutions: the theatre
The first fact that must be underlined is the existence of a theatre, one of the public institutions and
buildings which are most typically Greek, being the expression of habits and a mind indissolubly linked with
the evolution of Greek civilization (Scodel 1992; Green 1994]. The existence of theatres in the Seleucid
empire, and in particular in those Syrian regions which remained for a longer time under Seleucid rule, until
their annexation to the Roman empire, has long been doubted [Frezouls 1959-61, 1961, 1989]. The solid
argument and unquestionable fact called in support of the doubt is the absence of evidence in these regions
for theatre buildings which may go back to the time of the Seleucids. The buildings known today are
actually the product of Roman activity. However, farther to the east, in the original core of the Seleucid
empire, at Babylon, a theatre of considerable size exists (Figs. 4-6), which is likely to have been built still
in Seleucid times, and which later, in Parthian times, underwent a series of repairs and reconstructions
[Wetzel, Schmidt and Mallwitz 1957]. This fact rather tempts one to ascribe the absence of documentary
evidence for Hellenistic theatres in Syria to chance and to a lack of research on the remains, as well as
being, in addition, a further proof of Babylonia's centrality in the Seleucid empire from the point of view of
Hellenistic culture itself.
Moreover, the discovery of a Hellenistic theatre — of a conception and a structure which are even
more typically Greek than the building in Babylon— at Ai Khanum [Bernard 1976], in far-off Bactria, shows
how this institution — which represented a means of cultural aggregation being Greek par excellence —
followed the Greek settlers into the remotest regions and gave birth to adequate building structures there,
where the support of urban structures was sufficiently rich and organized to allow it. It is not surprising,
either, that under Seleucid rule Babylon, the old metropolis of Asia, the designated capital of Alexander, the
first residence of Seleucus, where Greek culture was nourishing, was provided with a theatre. It is even
less surprising, therefore, that a large theatre stood at Seleucia, which was the greatest centre of Hellenism
in Asia.
The existence of a theatre at Seleucia was already assumed by the American Expedition [Hopkins
1972: 26-27], though their choice of site is not supported by factual documentary evidence [Invernizzi
1989]. On the basis of the results of the Italian excavations, the theatre has been identified in Tell 'Umar
[Invernizzi 1990, 1991], although the tell has been investigated only to a very limited extent, for it is largely
concealed by the massive remains of powerful substructures which in Sasanian times probably supported a
tower (Fig. 3). We therefore know very little of the shape and structure of the building, which was the
object of a multitude of interventions in the Parthian age, and nothing is known of the way in which it was
used; in particular we do not know if the Greek or Greek-accultured inhabitants of the metropolis assembled
here to attend rehearsals and performances in Greek. In spite of the absence of any direct evidence,
however, we may confidently affirm that, along with Greek culture, the Greek language must have been
widespread in Seleucia, which was praised as a Greek city by classical sources.
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Given the great capacity of the theatre, suggested by the large dimensions of the tell, a large multitude
could have assembled and attended the performances which were put on there. Entertainments may
obviously have varied and changed in the course of the long life enjoyed by the city; they may have been of
different natures and have included popular assemblies, according to the old traditions of the poleis in
Greece proper [Kolb 1981]. However, though events may not necessarily have been limited to tragedy
and comedy, there can be hardly any doubt that this so authentically Greek activity was among the main
purposes for which the building was originally erected and that this very activity was frequent, at least in
Hellenistic times. This is suggested by the countless theatrical masks in terracotta which were produced
and sold in the shop situated on the southern side of the archive square, right opposite the theatre [Turin
1985: 130, 188-189, n. 145-147). Masks of various sizes are known in Seleucia: some are only a few
centimetres high, others of medium size, others even decidedly large, so that they may also have been used
in architectural decoration. We can well imagine, on the basis of their evidence, that famous actors were
summoned to act in performances of the great classical authors, from Aeschylus to Euripides, or of the new
comedy of Menander and the Hellenistic masters. At Seleucia the theatre, and the literary world
connected with spectacles, must certainly have been lively and flourishing.
Seleucia's Greek institutions: the agora
The theatre stood in the centre of the city. Though topographically peripheral, it was situated at the limits
on the river side and close to the ideal centre of the 'official' town, which occupied the section to the north
of the central canal, in close contact with the heart of civic life, the agora, if we accept the interpretation of
the archive square opening immediately to the south of the theatre as the agora, or a fundamental part of
the agora.
This square has a long rectangular shape which corresponds to the unit of the town layout, the dwelling
block (Fig. 3). It appears as an open space on the very surface of the archaeological area. Research has
shown that it was bounded by buildings on the two long sides and on the short southern one. The
characteristic features of the surface of the ground on the northern side, which has not been investigated
through excavation, do not provide any basis for reconstructing here a closing wing of buildings.
The only wing which has been excavated almost in its entirety is the west one: this is limited by two
long walls along the square and the rear street, and is parted lengthwise by a third straight wall, which
creates a neat functional division of the rooms on either side, for it separates the City Archives lining the
square [Invernizzi in press d) from the handicraft and commercial spaces at the back. This western suite
of rooms, adjacent to the archive suite and lying in the same wing along the narrow north-south street
running on the west, had certainly utilitarian functions: as witness, for example, the shop and oven of a
coroplast situated at one time in a large courtyard. The transverse walls creating the rooms in the suites
housed in each half of the wing follow a rather regular pattern.
The same regular layout has been revealed by the excavation, which is still incomplete, of the east
wing, where we again find the same pattern with a long central wall dividing two series of rooms [Valtz
1988-90). In this case, too, the purpose of the rooms was at least in part of a commercial and handicraft
character. These functions, moreover, are especially clear in the south wing that closes the short side of
the square. Only a small trench has been opened here, but it has brought to light particularly rich material
belonging to the shop of a coroplast [Invernizzi 1972-74). The overall layout of this wing is known in a
very fragmentary way, because the street which probably limited it to the south has not been reached, but,
as far as is known, in this case, too, an at least bipartite pattern is followed.
Each wing surrounding the square has a very narrow and long shape because the space of the square
has been obtained at the expense of the block which in the regular grid of the town would have been placed
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here. The long, narrow west wing was certainly built all at one time, following a single plan, which
included the east and south wings as well, and according to the simple pattern based on the continuous
alignment of similar rooms one after the other. The long wall running down the middle divides these wings
into two non-communicating halves and, in the west one, with completely different functions: archives to the
east, handicraft activities to the west.
Thus, the narrow blocks lining the square are the result of a single organic act of urban planning, and
the space of the whole pattern was obviously reserved from the grid of the streets at the moment when the
layout of the city was traced at the end of the 4th century B. C., although the precise point at which it was
occupied by buildings cannot be fixed with any accuracy. The dates reported on the sealings preserved in
the Archives Building are almost a century later than the foundation of the city. The chreophylax's seals
with the portrait of the deified Seleucus I [Invernizzi 1990: pi. 2-4) themselves were probably not used
here before the last quarter of the 3rd century B. C. Nevertheless, despite the uncertainty of the precise
date of construction of the Archives Building, this date is not likely to be different from that of the wing east
of the square.
The unitary layout and its characteristics of containing public as well as private structures suggests a
typical civic compound, and in particular the civic context par excellence, the very heart of the civic life of a
Greek polis: the agora (Martin 1951; Kolb 1981). Those parts of the structures around the square that
have been excavated seem to confirm this interpretation, in particular the layout of the wing limiting the
square on the eastern side [Valtz 1988-90]. Though this is different from the west wing in the
dimensional relations of the rooms of which it is made up, the main principles and general pattern of the east
wing (Fig. 3) are not very different from those of the opposite, west wing housing the archives. In
particular, we find here, too, basically the same long main wall neatly separating the narrow block
lengthwise into two equivalent halves in which the rooms regularly follow one after the other in a continuous
series, according to a rhythm which is especially regular in the western half, along the square, as it is in the
opposite, symmetrical eastern half of the west wing.
In the preliminary reports of the Italian excavations in Seleucia, the name of agora has already appeared
twice with doubtful attribution. It was first employed for the so-called Temple A (Fig. 2) excavated by the
American Expedition (Hopkins 1972: 118-123], when this was the object of a new trial trench (Negro
Ponzi 1968-69); later it was used for the square opening along the large southern main street, where
extensive excavations have been carried out. In the first case the small trench which was dug did not
produce any practical results and research was abandoned. The construction identified by the Michigan
Expedition in the very wide space of this area is very unlikely to have been a temple [Downey 1988;
Invernizzi 1989): not only it would be hard to find precise analogies, but, above all, the remains — a square
courtyard with 'altar', a surrounding corridor and a theatre-like series of steps on one side — would lack the
very feature which would be conclusive for a religious interpretation: the cella, unless this function were
attributed to the courtyard, in what would therefore be a hypetral shrine. Though the close association of
a court and a theatre-like structure are reminiscent, on the purely typological plane, of the theatre of
Babylon, which had a peristyle annexed, other interpretations are possible, and the theatre-like structure
has been explained as a bouleuterion (Gullini 1967: 149). However, without resuming research on the
ground, it would be impossible to produce convincing arguments for any interpretation of the remains that
have been unearthed, namely the main part of the structure, the courtyard and theatre.
It must be recalled that this construction stands close to a very wide open area which occupied the
space of four dwelling blocks and has, today, the deepest level of the whole archaeological area. Once
more, from the available data, which are far from precise, it is not possible to gain a clear idea of the
topographical situation and, in particular, of the relation between the large depression and the remains of
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Fig. 4 Babylon: plan of the theatre (from Wetzel,
Schmidt, Mallwitz 1957).
Fig. 5 Babylon: reconstructed plan of the theatre
(from Wetzel, Schmidt, Mallwitz 1957).
'Temple A' or bouleuterion. The very characteristics of the ground, the vastness of the depressed area,
certainly corresponding to a particularly large square or courtyard that remained free from constructions in
the course of its life, first suggested the hypothesis that this was the agora of the town. Other possibilities
may be taken into consideration, however, and one in particular, which is also closely related to one of the
fundamental institutions of the civic Greek life: the gymnasium, an institution which is the base not only of
the education and training of the young, but of the social life of the city community, a complex structure
which centered on the presence of at least one large open space, the palestra (Glass 1968].
Seleucia's gymnasium?
As a basically Greek town, Seleucia could naturally not fail to have a gymnasium. Young Greeks, especially
in early times but certainly also later, could only be trained according to the Greek tradition of the
motherland, at least as far as the upper classes are concerned. Tacitus's praises of Seleucia as a Greek
city (Annales, VI. 42) might easily be understood on the level of political institutions as well as in the field of
education. On the whole, the scarce and brief items of information preserved by the classical sources
confirm the importance given to classical educational systems in the town, where even rhetoric was
cultivated [Streck 1917: 14; Streck 1921; Invernizzi 1991: 340, note 3]. But direct information on the
importance of the building of the gymnasium in Hellenistic cities, in accordance with the centrality of this
institution in life and society, is provided by the archaeological evidence itself, though in a different
environment.
The great Hellenistic foundations in the Mediterranean basin, from Alexandria to Cyrene, seem to
reserve a particularly large space in the urban grid for this central institution. The gymnasium of
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the palestra of the gymnasium. Although different interpretations have been put forward for this building
[Kirk 1935], and despite its being a late addition, the presence of the gymnasium as an active institution
somewhere in Hellenistic Babylon is in any case proved by an inscription of 109 B.C. [Haussoullier 1909;
Sherwin-White and Kuhrt 1993: 157]. Apart from the unknown case of Hellenistic Babylon, in any one of
the examples cited the presence of a large open space and the size of the complex, which is among the
largest in the town, clearly emerge as fundamental features. In the latter feature indeed, the area in
question at Seleucia recalls those structures.
Naturally, the limited and incomplete knowledge we have of the Seleucian structure does not enable us
to establish precise comparisons and links, beyond the fact that it is a large open space, placed in a position
which is in close contact with the main public areas of the town. The site it occupied in Seleucia is naturally
not central from the topographical point of view, because this vast depression is located at the north-eastern
corner of the city layout. The site may nevertheless be said to be situated at a key point of this layout, in
the 'official' part of the city to the north of the central canal, in a sense approximately at the end-point of this
direction. But of course, only the resumption of research on the ground on a large scale may possibly
produce concrete evidence for or against this hypothesis.
The identification of the square opening out along the line of the large main southern street as an agora
is, by contrast, absolutely out of the question, because the excavation, which has been carried out here in
some detail, has shown that this square came into being only recently, probably in the Parthian period.
The use of the term agora in the preliminary excavation reports [Negro Ponzi Mancini 1972] is therefore
not to be interpreted as a reference to this institution of the Greek polis, but simply to its generic meaning
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of open square.
The archive square, by contrast, seems to have a good claim, as we have seen, to be called the agora,
or at least one of the agoras of Seleucia, if the city, because of its enormous size, had more than one agora.
It must again be stressed that the position of this square in the city enjoys a special centrality, once more
not a geometrical but a logical centrality. It opens out approximately at the same distance from 'Temple A'
and 'Temple B', both investigated by the American expedition [Hopkins 1972: 119-126], both very likely to
be public or official structures, though very unlikely to be temples. Although our square is much smaller, it
is situated in the centre of the northern 'official' section, beyond the middle canal, between this one and the
theatre. But it is especially the shape of the layout of the buildings limiting the square and the specific
features of their plan, which have been described above, that seem to give concrete support to this
interpretation, for the whole layout closely corresponds to that known in the agoras not only of the Seleucid
empire but more generally of the Hellenistic world.
Only the fourth, northern side seems to introduce a feature of variation in the regular layout of the
square of the agora, which is usually limited by wings, when it is built according to a unitary, organic plan.
In Seleucia, the north side seems to be open, judging from the shape of the ground, which is flat and rises
only closer to tell 'Umar, the tell which still conceals the theatre stage with its back to the square, as well as
most of the cavea looking to the agora. At first sight, this close relation between the theatre and an open
space is striking and, though on a different scale, might recall the very close connection of the theatre with
the large peristyle in Babylon.
The theatre of Babylon and its annex
The differences are no less clear, however: in Babylon there is a single, uniform construction, interpreted
as the gymnasium (Fig. 5). Similar patterns are also known elsewhere, in the Mediterranean world, where
the theatres may be completed with quadriporticos planned in a close relationship with the theatrical building
on the structural as well as on the functional level. One might point to the example of Ostia (Fig. 7) or that
of Pompeii (Fig. 8), where the great peristyle of the House of the Gladiators is annexed to the theatre [Kirk
1935: 227, fig. 3]. Especially in view of the pattern the editors finally chose for the plan of the building —
a pattern in which the small rooms of the west wing are provided with independent entrances from the
exterior and have no access to the interior —, one wonders whether this Babylonian structure, which is a
later addition to the theatre, may have met different requirements, perhaps housing commercial operations
which were normally carried on in the agora or elsewhere.
As a matter of fact, if the reconstructed plan is reliable, the series of rooms occupying the west wing,
because of their relationship with the exterior and not with the interior, are separated, from the functional
point of view, from the gymnasium (or khan, if one accepts Kirk's not very convincing suggestion), despite
the precise affinity of the pattern shown by the general plan of the building. The gymnasium thus lacks a
wing, and in this wing the shape and the position of the rooms give the impression of being particularly
suitable for shops. In a sense, this would be a reverse pattern of a small agora or little market, with shops
opening on to public external ground and not on to the inner square. This pattern closely resembles that of
the shops placed along the streets limiting the dwelling blocks in Seleucia [Hopkins 1972: 169-170, pi. VI-
VII]: such structures are totally independent from the houses, but are inserted in the dwelling block,
however different their purpose may be. While, on the one hand, it would be desirable to check this
reconstructed plan, on the other one wonders — especially in view of the late age of the peristyle in
Babylon and of its parallels with the Roman more than the Hellenistic world — if the structure actually had
only one main function, connected not with the gymnasium but with the use of the theatre itself, in the way
represented, for example, at Rome by the porticos annexed to the theatre of Pompeus (Fig. 9) [Hanson
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Fig. 7 Ostia: the area of the theatre (from Hanson
1959).
Fig. 8 Pompeii: the area of the theatre (from Hanson
1959).
However, the interpretation of the Babylonian building still remains very problematical, especially as far
as its plan is concerned. The new investigations carried out by the Iraqi Antiquities Department with the
purpose of undertaking a complete restoration of the remains have exposed them once again, but the
preliminary report published so far raises new questions rather than providing answers to the old ones
[Mohammed Said Mohammed Ali 1979]. The recently published plan of these remains (Fig. 6) differs
from the old one in a number of important details, but fails to provide a full explanation of them.
Without engaging in a discussion which would take us too far away for our subject without producing
any definite result, we may limit our comments to observing that no doors are marked in the west wing,
either towards the exterior or towards the interior of the building, in the plan published by the German
excavators and showing the remains that were actually found (Fig. 4) [Wetzel, Schmidt and Mallwitz 1957:
pi. 4]. By contrast, in the plan published by the Iraqi Expedition [Mohammed Said Mohammed Ali 1979:
99, fig. 3], a door systematically opens in each of the rooms of the west wing towards the court, though this
is of course not immediately apparent in the photo taken after the surface cleaning and probably before
re-excavating [ibid.: 103, fig. 14], while on the other hand the court has lost any trace of a peristyle and is
bounded by wings with a rather different layout on its north and east sides.
Archives and agora in the Hellenistic world
However, despite the importance of these problems, they do not directly affect our present concern, and
we can therefore confidently state that in Babylonia we do not know, at present, of any other agora layout.
We nevertheless find sound evidence in support of the identification of our archive square with the agora of
Seleucia, if we examine the plan of the agoras known in the cities of the Seleucid empire, first in Dura
Europos (Fig. 10), which is particularly close to Seleucia on the typological as well as on the geographical
Fig. 9 Rom: plan of the theatre of Pompeus and surrounding area (from Hanson 1959).
level. The agora of Dura (Rostovtzeff, Bellinger, Brown and Welles 1944] is built according to a pattern
which is very similar to that of Seleucia, with wings articulated in a different way on the inner and outer
side, but essentially based on the continuous repetition of a unit. This base-cell is represented on the long
side by two pairs of rooms on either side of a long straight main wall, also with access from the agora and
from the external street respectively; and on the two short sides by a single room opening on to the square.
The fourth side originally seems to have been simply limited by a fence wall. The sole important difference
is that at Dura the agora has no close relationship with a theatre. However, in the small provincial town
which Dura was there is no evidence for the existence of a theatre outside the sacred structures.
Dura is the only parallel that is relatively well known in Seleucid Asia. Of the great cities founded by
the Seleucids in Syria we also have only scanty information concerning the original layout. Equally, in the
eastern territories, the excavation of Ai Khanum, though extensive, does not seem to have brought to light
comparable evidence. This pattern found in Seleucia and Dura, however, is far from exceptional. On the
contrary, it can be considered as absolutely typical even beyond the limits of the Asiatic Seleucid world, in
the Hellenistic Mediterranean basin. It will be sufficient to cite one example which is particularly
significant, because it is situated in Macedonia, that Macedonia which for the first Seleucid kings still
represented the point of comparison towards which they were directing their actions.
At Pella in Macedonia, a large agora was built on a monumental scale (Fig. 11), apparently in the Early
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Fig. 10 Dura Europos: the agora (from Rostovtzeff, Bellinger, Brown, Welles 1944).
Hellenistic period [Akamatis 1988-89]. Its plan is dominated by an imposing roughly square yard
surrounded by wings of buildings parted lengthwise and occupying the space of ten blocks in the grid of the
city. Here too, the layout of the wings is mainly organized on the basis of the repetition of units on both
sides of a main longitudinal wall. The rooms placed in such a regular suite were destined to fulfill
commercial functions of different kinds, as is shown not only by fragments of vessels and terracotta
figurines, but by traces of various handicraft activities, and even of foodstuffs, such as meat and fish.
Those elements in this pattern that markedly break the repetition of the unit-cell are devoted to different
purposes, of a more official nature. In particular, specific structures were destined for important city
institutions, the meeting-hall of the archontes and the archives of the city, which were housed in a building
with peristyle. Therefore, although the planimetric organization of the agora in Pella differed from that of
Seleucia in important details, it reflects the same aims in its general plan and in its functional provisions.
The frequency of shops of coroplasts in both cities connected with the square must also be underlined in this
connection.
What is especially typical at Seleucia, Dura and Pella, is the fact that precise spaces around the square
were expressly devoted to special public duties. In all three cities specially-built structures were placed at
the disposal of the citizens in order to satisfy their need for a secure preservation of their registered
documents. In all three agoras, buildings are built to preserve documents under the care and responsibility
of the public authority. At Pella the archives are located in a building with peristyle at the SW corner of the
agora. At Dura a single room housed the chreophylakeion [Leriche in press], which was equipped with
fixed plants for the preservation of the documents deposited there. At Seleucia, by contrast, an entire
suite of the wing limiting the square on the west is devoted to the purpose of guarding the documents of the
members of the community. Therefore, in all three examples from Babylonia, Syria and Macedonia,
despite the great differences in architecture, layout and especially size of the specific structures, a
particularly significant common feature in the agora layout is the presence of public archives. This might
perhaps be considered to be especially typical of the Seleucid empire, where this special care may be
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Fig. 11 Pella: the agora (from Akamatis 1989).
considered a reflection of a precise administrative policy of services for the community. This care was
perhaps constant or in any case frequent and its effects may have continued long after the fall of the
Seleucids: in a rather different situation, and in advanced Roman imperial times, archives were still housed
at Palmyra in close proximity to the square of the agora [Seyrig 1940].
Theatre and agora in the Greek world
Unlike in Dura and Pella, the theatre, or the main public theatre, stood in close proximity to the agora,
perhaps even serving as its northern boundary. The geographically, though not chronologically, nearest
parallel to this special link between theatre and agora may be found, once again, in Palmyra [Giuliano 1966:
168-169, fig. 66; Will 1989: fig. 31], though in this city of Roman Syria the agora is a wide, closed peristyle
and the theatre, which stands just beyond its north-eastern corner, actually has an even closer relationship
with the great colonnade, for its stage lines the south side of the great artery (Fig. 12).
However, a similar close association between theatre and agora may be observed in the Greek world at
wide geographical and chronological distances. Though this association is certainly not a rule, it is by no
means an exceptional feature and may be found rather frequently from the Archaic to the Hellenistic,
through the Classical period. This is an absolutely natural feature, for only later in its history the theatre
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Fig. 12 Palmyra: plan of the city (from Will 1989).
became the place par excellence where dramatic performances were played. In origin, it was essentially a
meeting-place central to civic life, to religious as well as political ceremonies, and situated in the agora, a
space which had not yet acquired the commercial connotation that became most significant later. It was in
the agora, indeed, that the orchestra or chorus and the steps of the theatron were situated, when, in
Greece's early times, these structures were still free from precise building rules, while the agora still had
no precise commercial functions, but dances and plays were performed there for the gods, and assemblies
of the citizens were convened [Kolb 1981].
Subsequent developments in architecture and building typology, in use and function, brought about a
loosening of the very strict interdependence of archaic theatres and agoras. From mature classical times,
large theatres were usually placed where the natural ground was suitable for placing the rows of steps
conveniently. However, in the archaeological evidence we often meet with precise evidence of a
persistence of those original links. We observe it in new foundations, and not only at the time of
colonization in the West, though the case of new foundations on flat or fairly flat ground, with no natural
obstacles or features offering themselves as the logical place for a theatre, is particularly significant.
For example, in the colony founded in the early 7th century B. C. at Metaponto on the Gulf of Taranto
in Italy [Giuliano 1966: 48, fig. 10], the theatre was built at one corner of the agora (Fig. 13). The earliest
archaeological evidence in the agora dates to the 6th century, while the remains of the theatre are later (5th
century); however, it is extremely interesting that recent research has proved the persistence over time of
a close link between agora and assembly place on this spot, for it has been ascertained through excavation
that the theatre was preceded in the 6th century by an ekklesiasterion [Mertens 1985]. Even more
significant is the case of Mantinea in Arcadia (Fig. 14), which was founded on flat ground in the 5th century
B.C.: here, the theatre practically closes the agora on its western side [Martin 1951: 379, fig. 42; Giuliano
1966: 121, fig. 38; Martin 1974: 285; Kolb 1981: 88, fig. 16], a situation that apparently closely resembles
that in Seleucia.
In the completely different mountainous environment of Mysia, Aigai (Fig. 15) shows in Hellenistic
times a theatre very tightly integrated with an open space in a single unit, for one side of the terrace on
which the theatre is placed is equipped with porticos on three sides, the fourth one being occupied by the
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Fig. 13 Metaponto: the theatre and agora (from Mertens 1985).
theatre itself [Giuliano 1966: 146, fig. 54]. On the shores of the sea in Pamphylia, Side (Fig. 16) once
again shows the pattern marked by a particularly close relationship between theatre and agora [Giuliano
1966: 173, fig. 68; Martin 1974: 285; Kolb 1981: 88, fig. 17]. This is actually the closest possible
relationship, certainly closer than in Mantinea or Seleucia, for the square yard of the agora with its
surrounding porticos opens at the back of the theatre stage, though it must be observed that the date of
these constructions cannot be traced back to Hellenistic times with any certainty and that the theatre known
to us was probably not built until the 2nd century A.D. But the close connection between theatre and
agora was extremely long living, for we know that in Macedonia, at Thessalonike, the theatre on the agora
was still in use in 586 A.D. [Bakirtzis Ch. 1984: 9, fig. 1].
Therefore, when we consider the whole body of the evidence, the number of occurrences, in all
variations on the specific pattern and with all the freedom of realization according to local conditions,
suggests that the close connection between these two constructions, which are both among the main
expressions of Greek civic life from early times [Martin 1951: 248-255: "Agorai et theatres"; Kolb 1981],
was one of the features that might be taken into consideration in planning Greek cities. There is plentiful
evidence to show that this did actually happen quite frequently.
In conclusion, the little we know today of the urban layout of Seleucia, despite the severe limits of
uncertainty, and the debts paid to the local environment and cultural milieu in the specific way in which its
master-plan was carried out, introduces us to a world which is typically Hellenistic. It is Hellenistic first of
all in the purpose of putting in the foreground no longer or, rather, not only, the needs of the celebrative
expression of royal power and glory or of divine protection, but rather the needs of the citizens, with the
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aim of creating structures which could satisfy as well as possible the various requirements of the common
life of the city community, from the theatre to the agora. The royal palace may still have been the focal
point— politically and administratively speaking— of the city, as it had been in the past, but new
institutions and new structures appear with more and more clearly-defined features in the city which is
slowly emerging from the earth through excavation; new for Babylonia, and directly related to the
autonomous activities of citizens who lived according to Greek democratic habits, however much these
habits may have been limited, on the political level or through direct or indirect administrative control, by
the power of the king.
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